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“Once a philosopher, twice a
pervert.”
VOLTAIRE

Cafe Risque, Dunn, NC

“The philosopher is not a producer of
truth...the philosopher is an average
guy from the street who got lost in the
global supermarket of truths...all
authentic philosophy is nothing but the
verbal articulation of this perplexity.”

South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

BORIS GROYS

“I suspect that one can learn more
about the problems of interpretation
from the puzzled descriptions of
those for whom certain kinds of
interpretation are incomprehensible
than from the authorized voice of
the participants in those interpretive

Michael’s Crafts, Richmond, VA

exercises.”

MIGUEL TAMEN

“It is a banality to claim that there is
a fundamental difficulty in human
communication...In the real world...there is
always something adulterated and insufficient
in the spiritual contact between humans. This
is why I think it is not too much to ask anyone
who persists in wanting to live completely not
to put on too many airs and, as there is always

GEORGES BATAILLE

South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

filth where there is life, to get used to filth.”

“The real Indians get dirty, smell
bad, use drugs, belch after they eat,
covet and sometimes steal each other’s
women, fornicate and make war. They
are normal human beings. This is
reason enough for them to deserve care
and attention.”

Stony Creek, VA

NAPOLEON CHAGNON

“If I wrote a book called The World
As I Found It, I should have to
include a report on my body, and
should have to say which parts were
subordinate to my will, and which were
not, etc.

108 N. Jefferson St., Richmond, VA

LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN

Decision Fatigue
A friend called me on his cellphone while browsing the Bed Bath &
Beyond in Battery Park City, where he was trying to select a color
of microfleece blanket. He was looking at either red or baby blue.
I told him he loved red, since we are good friends. I also remarked
that he was practicing the most hallowed of American pastimes,
browsing, with which he readily agreed. I recalled an article from
the New York Times, “Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue?”
which summarizes recent research in the field of psychology to
posit that we as humans have a limited amount of stamina for
making decisions and that once that stamina is exhausted we are
more likely to make snap judgements of either yes or no without
weighing evidence or options. The article also mentions that
decisions that carry more weight are more exhausting; a shopper
on a tight budget is more exhausted by grocery shopping than
one who is choosing among the imported cheeses. He was familiar
with the article. I think he put red in his basket, because he was in

Bed Bath & Beyond, New York, NY

Barnes and Noble shortly thereafter during the same conversation.

A Victim Of Impulse
Another piece of information about decision fatigue is that
retailers exploit it ruthlessly. Since to a person at the end of their
rope all decisions are equally difficult, car salesmen exhaust buyers
with trim options before presenting the big ticket choices like the
number of cylinders. Sweets help temporarily restore decisionmaking energy, and this exhaustion spurs a craving for them; this
explains the success of rows of candy bars and low-cost pleasure

South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

items at the checkout counter.

Nutrition Facts
I sometimes find myself reading nutrition facts when I am grocery
shopping. My criteria are slavishly oriented towards low-cost,
high-protein foods, a fact that has led to a number of tinned fish
products accumulating in my cabinet which I have not been able
to bring myself to eat. Since they keep well, I have high hopes that

South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

my tastes will change before they expire.

Landscapes and Portraits
A fellow artist who works largely in video and digital
manipulations thereof was complaining recently about the
problem of formatting his and similar work for a poster which
was to be printed in a portrait format, as his work is frequently
constrained and/or inspired by both video, video projectors and
computer screens designed to display the “widescreen” proportion
of 16:9. He further remarked that it was difficult for him to even
draw a square, that all his squares turned out rectangular because
of this screen proportion. I said this sounded similar to the wellknown habit of drawing everything the size of one’s hand, and
that this proportion of the screen probably had a long history
influenced by everything from camera optics to Motorola chipsets.

Stony Creek, VA

(Real answer here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/16:9)

The History of the Fork: Mother is the Failure of
Reinvention, Reinvention is the Failure of Mother,
Failure is the Mother of Reinvention, Reinvention
is the Mother of Failure, Reinventing the Perceived
Failure of Mother
Henry Petroski is an engineer turned writer whose area of
expertise is the history of innovation and invention. His inductive
mode of writing typically involves a series of case studies from
which he then softly generalizes. In his book “The Evolution of
Useful Things” Petroski spends the first chapter on a history of
the fork in Western culture, and as the title of the book indicates,
he presents it as an evolution of tableware forms from one knife
through the now ubiquitous four-tined fork, knife and spoon. His
hypothesis in this book is that rather than “form follows function”
or “necessity is the mother of invention,” evolutions in form
follow perceived failure. This allows for a much greater range of
influences to be considered, from taste, class, and economics to
geography, the dimensions of machine tools and … Indeed, all
these factors come into play in the evolution of the fork-form,
taste and class (as played out in the subtle game of behavior called
manners, which functions almost without fail in the service of
South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

exclusion) not the least of them.

IKEA and the Missing 20 Percent
A common complaint I have heard amongst my more cultured
friends in New York, particularly those couples who have “settled
down” and begun to buy mid-century modern furniture, is
that they hate IKEA. IKEA, the Swedish company known for
combining modernist design principles with ruthlessly efficient
global manufacturing and supply chains, provides middle- and
working-class consumers with furniture whose price approaches
disposable. Its association with student living and the lifestyles of
urbanite Americans in their mid-twenties is unshakeable. In my
mind IKEA’s furniture operates in a seeming 80-20 relationship
with its classier cousins at Herman Miller and Design Within
Reach: 80 percent of the product for 20 percent of the price.
That my friends begin to miss that ineffable 20 percent of
their furniture precisely at the moment they begin to take selfconsciously visible steps towards adulthood via the ownership of
property seems telling. Rite of passage 1: leaving home. Rite of
passage 2: replacing IKEA furniture with 2nd-hand reupholstered
authentic Danish stuff. Rite of passage 3: what has arms and legs

VCU Brandcenter, Richmond, VA

but isn’t a chair?

Interior Decoration as Psychotherapy
After college I worked as a cabinet-maker in my home state of Connecticut,
building and installing custom kitchens. Normally I was not privy to the
negotiations around the design of the kitchens, but one day when I was working
on site in a New Haven townhouse I had the opportunity to observe a curious
ritual involving the choosing of the appropriate granite for the countertops. My
boss who handled the client side of things was discussing the choice with the
homeowner in front of a table on which were laid at least 10 4-inch squares of
“honed” black granite, honing being a scraping or sanding process that leaves
a matte or frosted finish as opposed to a hard glossy look. During negotiations
over this design decision, the stoneyard had dutifully produced this palette of
options, but now had reached their limit as to producing any more, and my boss
was attempting to guide the homeowner over the hump of making a choice. The
homeowner was offering resistance. She had one of the squares, not noticeably
different from the others, held close to her face and was rubbing it with her
forefinger while looking at my boss, saying “can’t we just try honing this one a
little more?”, drawing out the word “little” into its cutest, most non-threatening
form. For the homeowner to be able to perceive a gap between that square and
the next-most-honed sample was frankly baffling and entirely superhuman.
My boss was attempting to remind her that granite was a “natural material”,
that whatever sample that was eventually chosen would surely not be 100%
representative of every 4-inch portion of the entire countertops-to-be, and that
the stoneyard was officially asking for payment for any more samples, which

Monticello, Charlottesville, VA

even I realized was like trying to tell Howard Hughes that everybody gets sick
sometimes. Apparently this entire process was repeated with the cabinet doors
in a quest to find the exact tonality corresponding to the phrase “honey maple”.

Sewage Treatment Plants
I loved diagrams growing up. My mother was a public utilities
lawyer, and one day she took me to a meeting with a sanitation
expert at a fried-seafood restaurant. While we were waiting for
our food, the engineer drew me a diagram of the sewage treatment
process: inflow, heavy screens for the coarse, heavy material
which was then chopped up, settling tanks, etc. Dark turds
passing through egg slicers and slow pirouettes of toilet tissue. I
still remember those diagrams, the crosshatched screens and the
sediment. I enjoyed the drawing so much that my mother took me
to subsequent meetings where the engineer drew it fresh for me

Monticello, Charlottesville, VA

each time.

My Uncle Philippe
My uncle Philippe spent his childhood in Morocco after his father
fled his 2 separate families there and his mother followed his father
with the children. He has told me a number of stories about
growing up there. One is about getting sunburned, or rather, that
the concept didn’t exist. Another was about the frequency with
which young boys had sex with chickens. Yet another was about
being aware at a very young age (6) that priests had sex with
young boys (“You knew to run away”). And another was about
killing scorpions. You poured gasoline on the sand in a circle
around the scorpion and lit it, creating a fiery ring. Scorpions,
not being immune to their own venom, invariably choose to sting

Quogue, NY

themselves to death rather than face the flames.

Tomcat’s Revenge
When I was five years old, my parents decided we could get a cat.
He came from a neighbor, Annie, who was missing one of her
fingers after getting a ring caught while falling from a ladder. The
kitten we got was solid black, no spots or stripes, but I, having
been born on a Friday the 13th, was not afraid of bad luck. I was
allowed to name the kitten, and my older neighbor who was twelve
talked me into the name Tomcat, as that was a particularly fierce
kind of cat. It is still unclear to me whether I recognized that I
also named the cat after myself. After several years of playing,
Tomcat started spraying everywhere and became a strictly outdoor
cat. He became increasingly wild over the years, moved houses
with us, stopped trusting humans, though he continued to eat
the food we left out for him. On rare occasions, he would still let
himself be petted, though my father noticed a curious habit: if
you stroked Tomcat’s back, he would sometimes roll over and let
you stroke his belly, stretching out and throwing his head back in
a kind of ecstasy. But if you stroked his belly too long, an invisible
limit would be passed, some kind of feral cat switch would flip, and
he would punish your hand with all four clawed feet and his teeth,
at which point you would recoil and walk away cursing, claiming
South Of The Border, Dillon, SC

“never again.” But somehow it always happened again.

A Hole In The Heart
I grew up in a small town with a lot of other kids my age; doors
weren’t locked, and we were largely left to our own devices,
which evolved from G.I. Joes to fireworks to pot, LSD, beer, and
sex (or wishful thinking, in my case.) One of the other kids was
Matt. He was a year older, clever, an excellent swimmer, and once
simultaneously dated two beautiful sisters (that I had crushes on)
without either of them knowing. After leaving for college, I heard
that Matt had had a psychotic break and was now schizophrenic.
Sure enough, when I was home from school, I saw Matt, 50
pounds heavier and with a vacant antipsychotics stare on his face,
shambling down the street. Though it was a complete surprise to
me, a friend said that a few years earlier he had witnessed Matt
speaking in tongues one night, that there had been signs. The same
friend told me that early on in the full-blown schizophrenia, Matt
refused to come out of his mother’s basement, claiming that there

Stony Creek, VA

was a hole in his heart that he needed to fill with salt.

A Dog Acting Like A Chicken
At the end of his life, my step-grandfather David experienced
one of those rapid two- to three-year declines that seem to take
forever, marked by alternating periods of lucidity and foggy
dysfunction and embarrassment. My grandmother survives him,
and was present for the painful duration. An artist whose oeuvre
was rooted in trompe l’oeil and surrealist painting (his hero was
Rene Magritte), David made hundreds of “boxes” which were,
in fact, small wooden cigar, fruit, or gift boxes that he painted
with trompe l’oeil notes or dialogue on the outside to set up a joke
punchlined on the inside by a miniature scene made with model
train scale figurines. They were incredibly charming and often
hilarious, and of course irresistible to his young grandchildren.
As a former actor and someone who inevitably repeated the same
well-worn stories even in his health, it was often difficult to tell
when his mind was slipping in his decline, as his delivery remained
equally convincing. One afternoon, he called my grandmother over
to his wheelchair in the living room in apparent alarm. “Joan!
Joan,” he said, with what I imagine were narrowed eyes, “there’s
a dog out on the porch... acting like a chicken.” The porch, of

St. Luke’s Church, Smithfield, VA

course, was empty.

